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Marital Satisfaction:
The Transition to Fatherhood

442

Brandon McDaniel, Sheila Lopez, & Erin Holmes
Family, Home and Social Sciences College

Abstract
The perceptions of marital satisfaction across the transition to fatherhood of 54 Brigham Young University
(BYU) students were surveyed using an online questionnaire. It was hypothesized that (1) father’s
expectations would not match the way tasks actually were divided, (2) fathers who felt that they were making a
contribution to their family and felt that their wives appreciated that contribution would have higher marital
quality, (3) fathers who were better able to communicate with their wives would be more satisfied with their
marriage, (4) fathers who felt the support of their wives and others would better be able to adjust to work
pressures and fatherhood, and (5) fathers whose expectations had been fulfilled or exceeded would better
adjust to the transition. Fathers who rated higher marital satisfaction were compared to those with slightly
lower satisfaction. Significant differences were found between fathers’ expected division of child care tasks and
how tasks were actually divided. Communication and quality time with spouse were found to be the greatest
determinates of marital satisfaction. The reasons for these results are discussed.

Introduction
The research on men’s marital quality across the transition to parenthood is limited; most of the research
focused specifically on the transition to parenthood for men was conducted before the 1990s. The current
research trend has been to examine the couple as a whole across the transition. However, there is a
noticeable difference between what is understood about women’s and men’s marital satisfaction during this
adjustment. In this study, we use the research that has been done on couples as well as the research which
has focused specifically on men.
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Participants
Fifty-four fathers who had transitioned to parenthood within the last year responded to our survey.
Participants ranged from age 22 to 31, with about 81% being between the age of 23 and 26; the mean age
was 25. Most of the respondents were Caucasian (87%) with only their spouse living in the household (98%),
worked full or part-time (82%), had been married for less than five years (98%), and had a household income
of less than $50,000 (94%). All respondents were in their first marriage and had graduated from or were
currently attending college.

x

Measures
This study examined a range of self-reported factors and their possible relation to fathers’ marital
satisfaction across the transition to parenthood. The survey’s 37 questions were divided into 13 sections,
representing each factor or sub-factor: (1) prenatal involvement, (2) religious attitudes, (3) marital satisfaction,
(4) communication, (5) pregnancy planning, (6) feelings of competency at home, (7) expectations, (8)
expected and actual division of household labor and child care tasks, (9) satisfaction with the division of tasks,
(10) appreciation, (11) family support, (12) values/beliefs, and (13) personal attitude about transition. The
survey concluded with an open-response question: ‘What do you feel affects the quality of your relationship
with your spouse the most at this period in your life together?’ Most of the questions were rated on a 5-point
Likert scale (i.e. ranging from strongly disagree to strongly agree), while other questions required more specific
scales. For example, in order to measure frequency of felt appreciation a scale ranging from not at all to more
than once a day was devised. Some questions were reverse-scored. Questions were adapted from validated
measures, including the Norton Quality Marriage Scale (Norton, 1983), the RELATE (Busby, Holman,
Taniguchi, 2001), the Couple Commitment Inventory (Stanley & Markman, 1992), and from a careful review of
the relevant literature.
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Results

Marital Satisfaction
The birth of a couple’s first child brings about more profound changes and challenges to the family unit
than any other developmental stage (Vessey & Knauth, 2001). This transition has been associated with a
deterioration of couple communication, sexual intimacy, and overall marital satisfaction with an increase in
conflict (Anderson, Russell, & Schumm, 1983; Glenn & Weaver, 1978; Cowan & Cowan, 1995; Belsky &
Pensky, 1988). A major contributor to the dramatic changes accompanying parenthood is the increase in
household labor and child care responsibilities (Levy-Shiff, 1994; Bond, Galinsky, & Swanberg, 1998; Cowan &
Cowan, 1992). Conflicts over participation in household labor and perceptions of fairness in the home have
been identified as primary predictors of marital satisfaction (Coltrane, 2000; Vessey & Knauth, 2001).
Recent findings exploring marital satisfaction patterns indicate that not all couples experience a steep
decline in marital satisfaction during the transition to parenthood. There are groups of couples within the
general picture of declining marital satisfaction, that when removed and examined alone, present more stable
or even increasing slopes of marital quality (Kamp Dush, Taylor, & Kroeger, 2008; Anderson, Van Ryzin, &
Doherty, 2008). The relationship between housework and child care responsibilities and marital satisfaction
suggests that some couples may negotiate changes across the transition to parenthood in a more satisfying
way than other couples.
Factors that may affect Fathers’ Marital Satisfaction
From our review of the literature, we determined factors that might affect fathers’ marital satisfaction,
including gender role ideology (Lavee & Katz, 2002), expectations (Harwood, McLean, & Durkin, 2007),
emotion work (Lawrence et al., 2008; Wilcox & Nock, 2006), perceptions of being appreciated (Hawkins,
Marshall, & Allen, 1998), felt support (Palkovitz, 1984), negotiations of household and child care tasks
(Mannino & Deutsch, 2007), shared decision making (Hawkins, et al., 1998), and religion and values (Wilcox
& Nock, 2006).
The purpose of the current study was to briefly explore what creates a better adjustment for men during
the transition to fatherhood, adding needed understanding of what specific factors have more prominent
effects on fathers’ marital quality. Thus, this study was conducted mainly for descriptive purposes; however, we
also hypothesized that (1) men’s expectations would not match the way tasks actually end up being divided,
(2) men who felt that they were making a contribution to their family and felt that their wives appreciated that
contribution would have higher marital quality, (3) men who were better able to communicate with their wives
would be more satisfied with their marriage, (4) men who felt the support of their wives and others would better
be able to adjust to work pressures and fatherhood, and (5) men whose expectations had been fulfilled or
exceeded would better adjust to the transition.

Hypotheses
The purpose of the current study was to briefly explore what creates a better adjustment for men during
the transition to fatherhood, adding needed understanding of what specific factors have more prominent
effects on fathers’ marital quality. Thus, this study was conducted mainly for descriptive purposes; however, we
also hypothesized that:
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Mean Scores Across Satisfaction with the Division
of Household Labor and Child Care
Factor
Expectations

• Fathers who were very satisfied (M=11.23, SD=1.56) felt significantly more appreciation from their spouse
than did those who were merely satisfied (M=9.56, SD=2.69)(F = 6.28(1, 48), p < .05).
•
We found that men who feel they communicate well with their spouse have higher overall marital
satisfaction (β = .823, p < .001), as do men who feel supported by their wives in the fathering role (β = .224, p
< .01).
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(1) men’s expectations would not match the way tasks actually end up being divided
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contribution would have higher marital quality

N
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(4) men who felt the support of their wives and others would better be able to adjust to work pressures and
fatherhood
(5) men whose expectations had been fulfilled or exceeded would better adjust to the transition

Expectations
• Fathers’ expectations (M = 3.78, SD = .46) did not match the later actual division (M = 3.49, SD = .73) for
changing diapers (r = .14), getting up at night with the baby (M = 3.43, SD = .86)(M = 3.14, SD = 1.22)(r = .23),
and giving baths (M = 3.69, SD = .62)(M = 3.47, SD = 1.08)(r = .23)
•
Moreover, it is important to note that those who felt that their expectations had been met (M=9.53, SD =
.63), as compared to those who expectations had not been met (M=7.90, SD = 3.06), felt that they and their
spouse better understood one another (F = 8.06(1, 50), p < .01).
Satisfaction with the division of household labor and child care
• As compared to fathers who felt merely neutral about the division, those fathers who were satisfied with
the division felt that their expectations had been met (F = 17.85(1, 49), p < .001), felt more appreciated by their
spouse (F = 3.93(1, 48), p < .06), felt more supported by their immediate family (F = 5.53(1, 48), p < .05), and
felt more understood by their spouse (F = 6.86(1, 49), p < .05)
Appreciation
• In looking at fathers’ ratings of work pressure, we found that those who felt appreciated by their spouse (M
= 4.17, SD = .76), as compared to those who felt slightly unappreciated (M = 3.00, SD = 1.41), felt better able
to meet the pressure of providing for their families (F = 6.28(1, 48), p < .05).
Length of marriage
• When we examined differences between fathers’ lengths of marriages and other factors, we found that
those who were married less than three months and became pregnant (M=7.33, SD = 2.31), as compared to
those who had been married for at least 3 to 6 months before becoming pregnant (M=9.22, SD = .95), felt
significantly less positive about the birth of their child (F = 4.35(1, 52), p < .05).
Household Income
• We found that those who made more money—in the range of $50,000 to $80,000 (M=9.39, SD = .84) as
compared to those who made less than $50,000 (M=8.73, SD = 1.45)—felt more positively about the birth of
their child (t = -2.085(51), p < .05). Also, those fathers who reported the higher income (M=9.39, SD = 1.55)
felt more support from their spouse and extended family than did those who reported making less than
$50,000 (M = 8.14, SD = 2.56)(t = -2.124(47), p < .05).

Conclusion
Although we were unable to get a complete picture of fathers’ martial satisfaction across the transition to
fatherhood, we did find a few factors that contribute to various aspects of a fathers’ well-being: (1)
communication, (2) expectations, (3) increased work pressure, (4) satisfaction with the division of household
labor and child care tasks, (5) appreciation, and (6) quality time with spouse. In summary, we see that fathers’
expectations did not match the actual division of child care tasks; fathers’ felt more appreciated, supported,
and understood when their expectations were met; fathers who contributed more financially to their families felt
more appreciation from their spouse; family support did not appear to facilitate fathers’ adjustment to work
pressures—although feeling appreciated by their spouse did; and finally, communication was the greatest
predictor of a father’s marital satisfaction.
Therefore, it would be important for fathers to make a conscious effort to communicate effectively with their
spouses across the transition to fatherhood. Also, it is important for future studies to examine what facilitates
successful marital quality time, since many couples fail to create such time. We believe that the results of our
study suggest that quality communication would (1) cause spouses to spend more quality time together, (2)
help to eliminate unmet expectations, (3) create more understanding between partners—effecting a change in
shown and felt appreciation, and (4) alleviate much of the stress and marital decline experienced after the birth
of a child.
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